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Honorable Donald Rumsfeld
Secretary of Defense

1000 Defense Pentagon
Washington, D.C. 20301-1000

Dear Mr. Secretary:

As members of the House Armed Services Committee, we are writing to request
that the Department of Defense conduct a through review of DOD programs and policies
established to prevent and protect service members from sexual harassment and assault in
the Armed Forces.

The number of press reports on sexual-related incidents within the military has
brought this issue to the forefront of the nation’s attention. Allegations of sexual
misconduct at the Air Force Academy, recent press stories of sexual assaults at Sheppard
Air Force Base, the results of a recent review of sexual assaults by the Air Force Pacific
Command, allegations of sexual assaults experienced by service women that were
detailed in articles in the Denver Post, as well as reports of sexual assaults on women in
uniform deployed in Operation Iraqi Freedom, are all signs that this is an issue that needs
immediate attention at the highest levels of the Department of Defense in order to protect
the health and welfare of the force.

We commend you for your recent decision to establish a 90-day Task Force to
review how the Department handles the care and treatment of victims of sexual assault,
particularly for those in a combat theatre. However, we believe that the Department needs
to conduct a more comprehensive review of this issue, including an assessment of how
well each of the services have been implementing various DOD policies and programs.

A service women serving in a combat theatre who becomes a victim of sexual
assault faces many challenges in seeking proper medical treatment, confidential
counseling and support. Anecdotal evidence suggests that victims whose alleged
perpetrators are from another unit receive greater support from their chain of command
than those whose assailant serves in the same unit. In addition, while victims deployed to
a combat theatre may face the greatest challenges in seeking services, women in uniform
stationed overseas often face similar barriers. For example, service women stationed at a
base in the United States, often have the opportunity to seek services and obtain a victim
advocate from outside organizations. Those stationed overseas may not have access to



such opportunities. We need to ensure that service women who are victims of a sexual
assault, no matter where they are stationed or deployed, have access to the proper medical
care, counseling, and support services.

Last year, Congress established a Defense Task Force on Sexual Harassment and
Violence to assess the service academies’ programs and policies and to provide
recommendations to improve victim services and strengthen offender accountability. We
understand that you are currently considering a list of potential candidates to serve on this
Task Force, which will include a number of outside experts. We believe that the Task
Force will be an invaluable tool for the Department. We hope that you will extend the
task force’s review so that it examines not only the academies, but also the programs and
policies being used by the Services as a whole.

One-sixth of U.S. military personnel are female. Women in uniform comprise
15.3 percent of the active duty officers and 15 percent of enlisted personnel. Their health
and welfare is important to military readiness, and we need to ensure that their needs are
also taken into account. We look forward to working with you to address this important
issue.

IKE SKELTON DER
Ranking Member Ranking Member
House Armed Services Committee Subcommittee on Total Force



